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CHECK TRANSACTIONS REACH NEW PEAK 


OME indication of how fast business is moving may be found on the city-by- 

city charts of check transactions that appear on the following pages. The na- 

tional average chart (the big one at the top of page 252) shows that check 
transactions are at their highest peak in history. The same may be said for sev- 
eral major lines of business. 


Check transactions (some authorities refer to them as bank debits) are useful 
in checking the pulse of business at short intervals. They are extremely sensi- 
tive to economic changes and, if not interpreted too literally, can give a fairly 
reliable picture of how present-day business trends compare with those in the past. 


One weakness of bank debits is that in New York City and other financial cen- 
ters they are subject to “adulteration” by the inclusion of financial transactions - 
but on the whole they correspond rather closely to changes in production and trade. 
Another weakness in debits as a business index is the fact that they show payment 
for products in process as well as payment for the final product. In other words, 
they reflect payment for the same goods at different stages of production and dis- 
tribution. 


The study on pages 252 through 259 shows the fluctuations in bank debits (check 
transactions) in 90 different cities. These figures include checks drawn on personal, 
business, financial and government accounts, withdrawals from savings accounts, 
and withdrawals from war loan accounts. 


The figures for all cities have been adjusted for seasonal fluctuations, for popu- 
lation changes, and for changes in the general price level. The final figures are ex- 
pressed as percentages above or below a prewar long-term computed normal. The 
percentages above normal are shown by the blue areas on the chart; the percentages 
below normal are indicated by the red areas. Each city is drawn above or below its 
own normal line, and for this reason the reading in one city cannot be compared with 
the reading of another. However, the trends in the different cities may be compared 
with each other. 


During the depression of the thirties the figures for many State capitals were 
badly inflated by government payments of various types which cleared through the 
local clearing houses. As we have been unable to find any intelligent way of cor- 
recting for these payments, we have marked all State capitals on our charts by a 
red dot following the name of the city. Due to these payments, the usefulness of the 
charts for many of the State capitals is considerably impaired. 

(cont. on page 261) 
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CONSTRUCTION EXPENDITURES HEADING FOR ALL-TIME HIGH 


dustry. The estimated dollar volume for the year ending April 30, 1950, 
reached the staggering total of $20. 25 billion. This is the amount shown for 
the year 1950 on the chart on page 262. 


: | ’ HIS year could easily be the biggest and best so far for the construction in- 


Thus far it appears that only private nonresidential construction and public 
utility construction have slipped below the 1949 level. All other types have shown 
“moderate to good” increases. 


The bellwether of the industry is private residential construction, which put 
$7.8 billion worth of work into place during the last eight months of 1949 and the 
first four months of 1950. During this period private builders started more than 
1, 160, 000 nonfarm residential units. Although price rises have accounted for part 
of the increased dollar volume, the increase is largely attributable to a rise in 
the number of dwelling units. 


Several times in the past few months we have made rather cautious reference to 
overbuilding. We have pointed out that preliminary estimates by government sources 
indicate that the housing supply is rapidly overtaking the demand. The results of 
the 1950 census of housing will be available in a few months and we believe that it 
will show that the nation’s housing is more abundant and in better condition than 
most people believe it to be. 





We all know that as the supply of most commodities increases the demand for 
them becomes less acute. The demand may or may not decrease but it does be- 
come less acute. Therefore, while the demand for housing has not decreased, it 
certainly could decrease a great deal more suddenly and drastically than it could 
have two or three years ago. For example, there is a minimum amount of housing 
required to take care of the population and regardless of economic conditions, the 
families making up the population will have to live somewhere. If the supply of 
housing and economic conditions start from a low level and improve at about the 
same rate, the demand for housing will show a similar (though not necessarily 
equal) increase. After several years, however, a sudden worsening of economic 
conditions will bring about a sudden decrease in the demand for housing. 

(cont. on page 266) 


CHECK TRANSACTIONS REACH NEW PEAK 
(cont. from page 251) 

The charts themselves are more or less self-explanatory and should be given 
considerable study. The tremendous war boom in some cities shows up quite strong- 
ly in contrast with conditions in cities which secured relatively little war business. 
Only a very small number of cities have shown any drastic drop from the war period. 


Cities which have been unusually low in recent years are “sick cities” and it be- 
hooves their residents and business leaders to do everything possible to bring them 
back to a healthy condition. In some communities this will be possible; in others, 
the difficulty may be greater and more fundamental. In certain sections of the 
country a far larger percentage of “sick cities” will be found and in other sec- 
tions almost all cities will be prospering above the general average. 
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REAL ESTATE ACTIVITY IN PRINCIPAL CITIES 
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CONSTRUCTION EXPENDITURES HEADING FOR ALL-TIME HIGH 
(cont. from page 261) 

In the past decade we have had a tremendous improvement in economic condi- 
tions and (quite recently) in our housing supply. At the height of the housing short- 
age a slight downturn in business would have caused relatively little shrinkage in 
demand. In 1950, however, we entered our third year of record-breaking residen- 
tial construction, a large portion of which has been financed by most liberal credit 
terms. Asa result, the entire real estate and construction industry is much more 


vulnerable than it was two or three years ago. Even a moderate downturn in general 
business could have serious repercussions. 


This year will see comparatively little activity in the actual construction of pub- 
lic housing. We have polled all of the major local housing authorities and their re- 
plies indicate that somewhere between 60, 000 and 80, 000 public housing units will 
be started this year. The vast majority of them will get under way after September 


1, and by that time most of the spot shortages of material that are presently plaguing 
most private builders should be over. 











